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On Oct. 11, after an intense 20-hour debate, the Bolivian Chamber of Deputies approved a
controversial land-reform bill. Passage by the Senate followed on Oct. 17, and the bill was sent
to Bolivian President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada for signature. However, opposition to the
measure, which has convulsed Bolivia for the past two months, shows no sign of abating. The
opposition brought together an unusual coalition of forces, uniting campesinos, coca growers,
labor organizations, tenant farmers, and agribusiness leaders. Following passage of the bill,
agribusiness leaders insisted they will file a motion with the Supreme Court to declare the measure
unconstitutional, and campesinos leaders said they will not obey the new law.
In response, Defense Minister Jorge Otasevic threatened to send out the military to ensure
compliance with the law. Sanchez de Lozada justified his administration's efforts to reform the 1953
agrarian-reform law with his new Ley del Instituto de Reforma Agraria (Ley INRA), which has been
the most controversial decision of his administration and the one that has caused the most public
outcry. "It has been my destiny to build a new Bolivia, a task that history will judge," said Sanchez
de Lozada. "But it is undoubtedly a difficult and thankless task, because I have had to break new
ground and remove the debris to form a new country."
For months, protests by indigenous and campesino groups have gripped the nation. Opponents
have pressed their demands that the government incorporate their concerns into the bill. At various
points, an agreement among the country's parties appeared to be within reach, but each time, the
agreements fell apart. The strongest show of opposition came from 20,000 Indians and campesinos,
who staged a month-long march from points around the country to La Paz, arriving in the capital
Sept. 26. After they arrived in La Paz, one woman was killed when police sprayed the marchers
with tear gas and several others were seriously wounded in several days of violent confrontations
between police and demonstrators.
The indigenous and campesinos were joined by the powerful labor confederation Central Obrera
Boliviana (COB) in a series of hunger strikes, work stoppages, and street demonstrations in La Paz.
The protesters demanded that the Congress consider an earlier version of the bill, which had been
agreed to in negotiations between the government and the campesinos. However, the government
submitted the later reworked bill and refused to return to the earlier draft. Edgar Ramirez, leader of
the COB, said the campesinos, the majority Quechua and Aymara Indians, have walked all the way
to La Paz "to get what we have coming to us," and not to ask for a handout from the government. On
Oct. 4, the executive and the Confederacion de Indigenas del Oriente, groups of tenant farmers, and
some campesino organizations briefly ended the long dispute with a tentative agreement.
However, a meeting of national leaders of the Confederacion Sindical Unica de Campesinos de
Bolivia (CSUTCB) rejected the agreement and said it would continue the protest. Business leaders
and the COB also refused to honor the agreement, saying that the "struggle goes on." Sanchez
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de Lozada was irate at the holdouts. "The lack of vision by the business class is crazy," said the
president. "I am convinced that this law defends the peace in Bolivia. Armed campesino leaders
under the direction of 'Comandante Evo' (Evo Morales, leader of the organized coca growers)
or 'Huracan' Ramirez (Edgar Ramirez, COB leader) do not point the way for a bright future for
the country." On Oct. 6, after the COB ended a six-day general strike, Ramirez said the labor
organization would continue to support any efforts by the campesinos to pressure the government
for changes. "The campesinos and tenant farmers still have an arsenal of measures with which to
pressure the government to defend their lands, which are threatened by an unjust agrarian law,"
said Ramirez.
At the same time, the COB vowed to intensify its use of more limited strikes, fasts, road blockages,
and street demonstrations. "This does not mean that the workers are withdrawing from the fight
against the Ley INRA," said COB leader Lucio Gonzalez. "The only thing we are doing is using other
pressure tactics, which are much more radical and effective. Our struggle will continue in other
arenas." As the demonstrations continued, government spokespersons said the government was
willing to talk with representatives of the protesters, but on the condition that they stop their actions
against the Ley INRA. "From the government's point of view, no issue justifies using pressure tactics
that cause sacrifices to thousands of people," said Minister of the Presidency Guillermo Justiniano.
Meanwhile, on Oct. 9, Roman Loayza, leader of the Confederacion Sindical de Trabajadores
Campesinos de Bolivia (CSUTCB), confirmed that the organization had suspended shipment of
farm products to the cities in support of the position taken by business leaders in eastern Bolivia,
who also oppose the Ley INRA. The agribusiness leaders, centered in Santa Cruz, had been able
to negotiate a 50% reduction in the tax proposed in the bill as well as to win changes to strengthen
the legal guarantees for land ownership. "Even if the agreement does not meet all the expectations
of the producers, if it does not put to rest all their concerns, at least an agreement was reached
and that is important," said the president of the Santa Cruz producers federation Confederacion
Agropecuaria Boliviana (CONFEAGRO), Erwin Reck.
However, on Oct. 15, the agribusiness chamber Camara Agropecuaria del Oriente (CAO) ordered
the highway to Cochabamba blocked as well as the roads leading to the Santa Cruz airport, although
they specifically said they would not interfere with national or international flights. Protesters
demanded the resignation of the minister of human development, Freddy Teodovic, for "lying and
deceiving the people," and Santa Cruz civic organizations declared Sanchez de Lozada persona
non grata and "an enemy" for failing to live up to agreements made the previous week to head
off another general strike. Supporters consider the Ley INRA the most significant land-reform bill
since 1953, when the government ended indentured servitude and turned land over to some Indian
farmers.
Under the previous law, campesinos owned the land but were not able to sell or mortgage it. The
new law grants them full title and the right to sell. Campesinos, however, expressed concerned that
they will be forced to sell their lands to larger enterprises and create a new group of landowners.
"Let's hope the government keeps its word and doesn't allow large landowners to take over our
ancestral lands," Aymara Indian Pascual Mamani Huanca said shortly before leaving La Paz and
heading to his home near Lake Titicaca. The protests surfaced some divisions in the labor and
LADB Article Id:  55481
ISSN:  1060-4189
©2011  The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved. Page 3 of 3
campesino movements, with Indian leaders from the tropical lowlands accusing highland farmers
and the COB of politicizing the issues. Lowland farmers live largely on communal lands, while
farmers in the highlands have been living on lands provided after the 1953 land reform.
Large landowners oppose the legislation because it allows land to be confiscated if owners do not
pay taxes for two years. In addition, indigenous groups, tenant farmers, coca growers, and small,
medium and large landowners all reject the law's creation of an Agrarian Superintendency, which
will administer the new law. "We reject the Superintendency because it has extraordinary functions
that allow it to do whatever it wants with our lands, to become the executor and judge," said William
Condori, a leader of the organized coca growers. "It takes functions away from the Consejo Agrario
Nacional in which we all participate."
The administration says that the law will eliminate latifundism through tax changes, expropriation,
and provisions under which lands that are not being fully used will revert to the state. Despite the
earlier agrarian reform, huge tracts of land still remain in few hands. In addition, the country suffers
from "minifundism," the existence of thousands of tiny plots of land that are insufficient to produce
a living. The existence of the "minifundio" and the practice of overplanting have contributed to soil
degradation and erosion, with dire effects on the campesinos. According to government statistics,
75% of those Bolivians who live in abject poverty are Indian, mostly living in rural areas, and 90%
of the rural population is unable to satisfy their basic necessities. (Sources: Inter Press Service,
09/27/96, 10/02/96; Associated Press, 10/01/96, 10/09/96; Reuter, 10/05/96, 10/08/96, 10/09/96; Notimex,
10/07/96, 10/09/96; Miami Herald, 10/09/96; Spanish news service EFE, 10/01/96, 10/03/96, 10/04/96,
10/07/96, 10/08/96, 10/11/96; Agence France-Presse, 10/03/96, 10/06/96, 10/11/96, 10/14/96, 10/15/96,
10/17/96)
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